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Since the 1%640’s, some archasologists working with historic
period sites have become increasingly enamored of the i1dea  that
the archaeological recaord represents a separate data set which
can and shouwld be interpreted independent of the historical
record, & process which I reterr to as ahistorical inferencing.
This attitude 5. in part, & reaction anainst an searlier view of
archaeclogy which eBaw o discipline as  the "handmaiden" of
Mistary and restoration architecture! useful, but neither migni -

Ficant nor necessary. The approach has led to the development
and extensive use of a nusher of quantitative methods For analy-

2ing archaeological collections which have proved to be remarkab-
Iy useful in dating sites (Bouwth 970, determirning the function
of occupations (South 1977), anc inpterpreting the socio -economic
status ot occupants (Miller 1980 when appropriately applied.
Sevieral of  these guantitative methods (mozst notably FHiller’s
system for determining the relative initial cost of ceramic
assemblages) are, in fact, bhased on extensive historical re-
search, ared can be immensely useful when appropriately  applied.
However , when these quantitative methods are applied to  urban
workingolass sites without balancing the resulting interpreta-
tions against  the relevant documentary sowces, worrkingcl ass
consumer hehavior, or site formation processes, the result is
ahistorical interencing, and significant errors can  be  intro-
duced.

The problems involved in what 1| am calling ahistorical
inferencing are readily apparent when comparing the assemnblages
trom two privies from adioining properties on Lafavette Street, a
one-block alley on the western edge of Wilmington’s urban | core.
The residences along the south side of Lafavette Street appear to

have been constructed after about 18493, hased on changes in 1and
values in sucessive sales. armd  to have been ooccupied by

wanrrkingoclass households  wetil  the structwes were denolished
during the wrban renevwal obf the carly 19780%s. '

These two privies wers associated with the properties at 40s
arcl 4049 oK W ey wenrre excavated in 1979 by  Mid-
Atlantic Research, Inc. AR ... part Gy &
location/identi fication study for the Delawvare Depotment of
Transportation, conducted in advance of final construction plans
for Wilmington Bowlevard (lhomas, FRegensbuwrg, and Dasilik 129,




Feature &6 was & single-barrel privy associated with 408 Lafayette
Street, which had been looted by bottle collectors and then

retilled prio- the archaeological  investigation. Featwre 3,
asgociated with 404 Lafayette Street, was a fow barrel privy.
this privy had only been partially distwbed by bottle collece

tors, and fow intact deposits were ldentified.

11 we rely on ahistorical inferencing technigues to  inter-
pret  these two featwes, itagnoring or discounting for the time
being contradictory evidence that cannot be dealt with using
guantitative techniques, we come up with the folliowing picture.
ihe deposits in both features woare clearly the rezult of domestic
ooccupations, because the proportiornal distribution of functional
cateaories of artifacts is consistent with patterns defined by
SGouth  (1977) +far such occupations. These privies must have been
filled shortly after the comstruction of the houses which thevy
saerved., because the ceramic assemblage from Feature & produces a

mean ceramic date of 1848.%57, and that from Featwe S a mean date
af 185%.86. The ceramic assembl age from Feature O is too small

to use in calculating ceramic values, but Featwre S had & mean
ceramic  index of 1.85%, which indicates that the household which

produced  the assemblage was of moderate irncome. This a&nalysis
couwld, of cowse, be developed in greater detail by examining
relationships between specific artifact groups. However, this

brief summary will serve as a starting point far discussion.

A closer examination of both the archasological contents and
the assemblages themselves indicates a number of inconsistencies
which are not easily dealt with using mguantitative technigues.
Ta hegin with, the archaenlogical evidence makes it clear that
these two privies were filled at about the same time. probasbly

within the same year. In the undizturbed levels of Featwe 5,
there were asherds which crozsmended with 48 ceramic vessels
recovered {from Feasturs b. These crossmends could not have ocowr
red as  a result of looting, because the sherds were recovered
trom the levels of Festwe 9% which had not been affected by the

bottle collectors.

1t is also unlilely that the crossmending sherds  had been
Eiclked airound on the swface For any length of time bedoare being

deposited in Feature 9. Obzervations made over several winter
vigits to a deflating site along the coast indicate that Dela-

ware' s winters are severe enough that any ceramic sherds at or
close to the swifase over even & gingle winter wouwld - spall,
splinter, or loose aglaze. Frost damage is not apparent on.any of

the croussmending sherds. (n the bazis of strictly stratigraphic
evidence, therefore, these two featwres ae coeval. despite the

1l-yvear ditference suggested by the mean ceramic date.

Althouwgh a mid-nineteenth centwry date for Featwwe 6 is
supported by ceramic marks, like this "Carrara" pattern plate
date- marked Mov. -4, 18382, as well as by & number of other arti -
fact aroups, including the bases of two buwrning fluid lamps and a
nearrly complete burninag {laid bhand lamp which were probably made
chu-ing  the (8%0's, and the fragments of at least four whiskey
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flasks bearing the images of Georae Washington and GUenera

Zacheary favior, other evidence sungests a much later date. Fea-
twre 9, which we have demonstrated must be coeval with Featwe o
strrictly on the basis of archasoleogical evidence, contairned a
number of artitacts which couwld not have been deposited until
atter about 1390, including patterns of pressed glass which were

first manufactured atter that date. This decal decorated plate
antd cup were also probably not available until the end of the
ninepteenth century (Wegers and Carley 1962:17). Several | pharma-

ceutical hottles are marked with the names of firms which were in
operation duwing the last decade of the ninetesnth century or the
firet decade of the twentieth century. Finally, and most conclue
sively, one bottle recovered from this featwe is marked "Wilmin-
gton rewing Company", which was in operation from 1903 to 1913,

We could, of cowse, assume that the deposit was made over a
long period of time, and that the Wilminagton Drewing Company
bhottle zimply represented the end of that period. However,
calawlations based on figures for human waste accumulation in
privies in & standard work on sanitation engineering indicate
that & fow -person hassehold could fill a single-barrel privy in
legs  than  siy months (Ehlers and Steele 1958:135%), without the
addition of household refuse. Althouoh some allowvance must  be
made for drainaage and compaction, it is unlikely that either the
fill of Featwe o or Level 9 af Featwre S (the onlyv fecal deposit
in this privy) required more than a few vearz to accumalate. We2
have already demonstrated that sherds from vessels in Featwe o
mast have made their way into Featurae 3 within the same vear that

they were deposited in Featwre 6. For the same reasons, all the
artifact assemblages in all fouwr undistuwrbed levels of Feature G
must  have been deposited within the same vyear. PDespirte the

ear-lier mean ceramic date, then. bhoth Feature 5 and Feature &
must  have been filled and abandoned within or shortly abter the
period of existence pf the Wilmington brewing Company, that 1= to
say, 1992 to 1913, they could not have been filled prior toe that
time.

An  intormal swrvey among my friends and acguaintances  with
experience  in the use of privies as a permanent method of  human
waste disposal, both in rwal areas of this country and in Third
World countries, indicates that the disposal of trash in privies

is not characteristic of privy use. 1t is. rather, & privy-
abandonment behavior. A privy is shandoned when it is no longer

needad (as when sewers are instal led), whien the occcupant of the
property determines that it would be better to have the privy in
some  obther location  f(usually associated with changes 1 the
structural  organization of the progerty), o when it is filled.
In wban areas, privies are qenerally ol

sy

aned when thoey have been
filled. rather tham being moved. This 13 because wban privies
refterred to as vault privies or privy-wells) are generally  duag
to the water table and are more or less water--tight in camparison
to el pit priviaes. lhe conternts do not. thererdarec., dirern and
caompast as they do in pit privies, which are generally not 1ined
and  which do not extend to the water table (Ehiers. and Steoele
| At IR B Hecawse the Lalavette Stree properties were oo te
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smal 1, it is unlikely that Featwes 5 and & were abandoned be-
cause of structural reorganization. It is more likely that this
pccurred when the properties were attached to the sewer. In both
casez, this ocecwrred in 1911, according to work orders on file
with the Wilmington Department of Public Works. This date is
entirely rconsistent with the terminus pest quem indicated by the
Wilmington frewing Company bottle.

How, then, can we explain the inconsistency between this

date and the calculated mean ceramic date. I would suggest that
there asre several factors operating in this situstion. Mirst ot

all, there ware no maior chanages in ceramic technology from the
midh nineteenth centwy until about 1930, when briaohtly colored
ceramics, such as lomer Lauwghlin®s Fiesta Ware, werse introduced

(Negers and Cerley 19842250 . Accurate date ranges for the intro-
ductian of decorative i1nnovations, surh as decalcomania and
stamnp-decoration have not been established. Currently available

mean manutacture dates are, therefore, not adequate ta provide
accurate dates for late-nineteenth and early-twentieth century
occupations. )

Furthermore, the artifact assemblage in Featwe 5 appesrs to
represent  primarily " items discarded dwing daily activities.
Jhis festuwe contained a relatively high freguency of pharmaceu:
tical, condiment, and household chemical containers, which were
probably discarded soon atter the contents had been used. In
addition, cups were more frequent in the assemblage than sauncers
(Wise 1985I4). Miller (1980213) has suggested that cups are more
likely to break dwing normal hounsehold activities than sauwcers
because they are handled more and are subjected to esxtremes of
temperatwe. Decause this assemblage results from darlv discards
rather than "housecleaning" activities. there are relatively fow
ceramic items in the collection, and zome of these (like this
decal decorated cup  and plate) sare not reflected in the  mean
ceramic date calculation. Thus, a mean ceramic date calculated
for Featwe 9 iz likely to be inaccwate both as & resull  of
small sample Bize and bercause key types are nobt included in  the
calocwlation.

Finally, the assemblage brom [ eatwre o appears to represent
the whaolesale discard aof & large nuwnber of outdated, outmoded,
and no longer needed items.  An edtraordinarily large nuwmber  of
glass and ceramic vessels were discarded in & relatively short

periocd of time. tThe assemblacge conlains an equal number of cups
and saucers, suwggesting deliberate discard, rather than accidens
tal brealiage. Furthermore, the Featwre & asszsemblage contains a

relatively low {requency of pharmaceuwtical, condiment, and house-
hold chemical bottlies (Wime 12G%28H). Ihe %0 to 60 year gap
between the i1nitial puwchase of many of these items and their
final deposition in Feature & suggests that the occupants of 406
Latayette Street were relying on second-hand dishes and liaghting
fintures. The ironstonge teawsres (Hrom Featwre & may also repre-
sant the use of spcond-hand ceramics for everyday use, but  mos
cther items are consistent with a twn of the centwy occupation
date.
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It should be clex that any attempt to deternine socio-
economic status using guantitative analyses of ceramics 50D or a0
vears after their original pwechase i3 unlikely to provide useful
information. However, the fact thalt the bousehold inventory
included & large number of second-hand items is of significance
in understanding the socio-e@conomic position of the household
which produced the assemblage. Modern material cuwltuwre studies
conducted at the University of MArizona (Schiffer et al. 1981)
suggest  that households which are most likely to rely on second-
hand items will be young, poor, and/or move freguently. A1l of
the heads of household listed in city directories for 408
Lafayette Street from 1890 to 1920, the period for which I have
conduizted the most intensive documentary research, have been
described as laborers. Few lived at this address for more tharn a
few years, and at least one household was clearly newly formed.
Thizs contrasts with the occupation history of 404 Lafayetlie,
which waz continuously ocoupied by the same household for more

than 30 years, a contrast which i3 also reflected in the artifact
Aassemblage +rom Feature 9. Thus the failure of the mRan ceramic

date to accurately reflect the date at which these deposits were
made is, in fact, & reflection of social and economic protesses
which are of importahce in interpreting the archeeological e

Lcord. These processes cannot, however, be inferred directly rrom
the archaeological assemblage without reference to the context ot

the assemblaqe, ta other azssenblages, or to the documentary
record.

In wview of this discussion, I sungest that 1t would be
wnwise to dismizss  the analvtical potential of deposits  that
produce wmean  ceramic dates which are inconsistent with other
items in the assemblage or with their archagological context or
to acoept without reservation the guantitative temporal  and
socliao-econams, e placement of deposits recovered from wban working
class neilghborbhoods wirthowt closely considering in  detail  the
archagological context of the deposit, the total artifact assesn-
bhlaoe, the nature of structural reorganizcations within  the
property, and a wide range of documentary information.
Rezeamrchers looking For sowces of information on early-twentieth
century workingeleass assemblages may find it desirable to re-
evaluate the relevance of deposits which have been subjected to
ahistorical analysis. I would, at this point, like to =zsugaest
that two features excavated from properties less than two blocks
from 404 and 404 Latavette Street shouwld be considered for . such
re~analyseis. o

These two featwres are associated with 101 and 103 . West
Stireet, and  werse excavated in 1981 as part of an archaeological
mitigation project conducted prior to the construction of Witmin-
grton  HBowleéeverd (Soil Svstems, Ing 1964, il the Lafayette
Street properties dizcussed above, theze lots contailnerd  small
two storey frame residences constructed just betore the Civil Weaa

as speculative housing for workingolass households. Both +tea

twres ariginated in o at the base of the most recent occupation

deposit. (This block iz located on & slope, and up to twoe and &
[d
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halft feset of Fill had been added above the original topsoil). As
descr-ibed in the field notes, this ococcupation deposit consisted
of a grey loam heavily mixed with coal ash, and with demolition
rubble concentrated st the top. The lower levels of this depo-
sit, which accurred over the entire area excavated, contained
several coins dating between 1900 and 1220,

Feature 1, associated with 103 West Btreet, was a single
barrel privy filled with coal ash, rubble, clay., and wrtifacts.
A mean ceramic date of IB6O.7? was calculated based on the cera-—
mics recovered, although two coins dated 1900 and 1913 were also
recoveired. The original researchers assumed that these coins had
been introduced as & result of distwbance from a pipe trench and
a backhoe trench (Soil Bvystems, Inc. 19845 160) despite the fact
that these dates are consistent with glass embossment dates from
the sang featuwre (Soil  Systems, Irme. 1984:174) . Becauze an
analysis of vessel completeness indicated that this featwe con-
tained displaced retuse, the assemblage waz not considered in
other analvses, and virtually no information on the assemblage 13
available in the final report. ’

Featire 2 was associated with 101 West Street, and consisted
of & single-barrel privy two and a half feept deep. The bottom
one and half feet of the privy was filled with fecal material and
artifacts, while the upper level was clay fFill and artifacts. The
assemblage as a whole is remarkably similar to that from the
privy at 406 Lafavette Gtreet. Hoth assemblages include similar
oil lamp bases, the same "D. McCullin” and "J. Bryant” bottles,
nearly identical stamp decorated cups, and similer hand painted
polychrome cups.

Mean ceramic dates were calcoulated fo each arbitrary  six-
inch level in the ftecal deposit, despite the fact that this

deposit must have taken less than a ves to  acounul ate. ese
dates ranged from  1891.88 to 1860, 353 HBoil Systems, Inc
198421745 . However, these dates, like that for Featwe 1, are
very close to the date when the associated residence was
constructed. It z=eems unlikely. in view of my previous disous-

510N, that privies on these properties woulld have been abandoned
20 mOoN after the bedinning of ocoupation. Furthermnore, it seems
untikely that so small a residential property {(approximately 14
to 17 feet wide) would have undergone significant reorganization.
Fertiaps the aszemblages ftrom Features 1 and o, Jike that from
Featwre &, represent the discards of  mobile. low income, and
possibly voung househoalds, deposited shortly atter these.proper -
ties were connected to the sewaer, S

Work orders on file with the City of Wilmington Gawer  and
Water Department indicate that both these properties were connec-
ted to the sewer in 1707, shortly after they were puwrchased by
Daniel Rubenzer, who lived on Front Street, a few blocks away.
Thisz date 15 consistent with both the coins and the -latest glass
embossments from Featwe 1 (103 West Street). Neither property
was  occupied for more than two or three years by the same house-
hold during the first decade of the twentieth centwy, which

N
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would be consistent with & second bhand ceramic inventorv, as |
have suggested above, and which would be reflected in & too early
mean ceramic date. It is interesting to note that JO3 West Street
was vacant in 1908 and 1710, immadiately following the installa-
tion of sewers, which may explain why the privy was filled with
caal ash and rubble rather the last deposit of human waste,.

his preliminary re-evaluation of the =ziagnificance aof the
West Streret features i1s based on a very cwsory examination of
basic documentary sowces, and without re-examining the collec—
tions themselves, which are currently located out of state.
Monetheless, it is clear that an approach which takes into consi -
deration a wide range of information, rather than relying exclu-

-

gively on & narrow range ol analytic technigues, is more likely
to produce fruitful  lines of research, and to accomodate

apparently contradictory or inconsistent data. The archagologist
who puts his faith in the quantitative manipulation of an assem-
blage without constantly testing that manipulation against other
sowrces af infaormation is likely toe find himself in a box canyon

where General Zachary Tayvlor and his army of second--hand house-
hold goods wait to defeat him in the ambush of ahistorical
inferencing. General Taylor never swrenders. .

)
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